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On the Domain Specificity of Cognitive Complexity: 
An Alternative Approach' 

Harvey S. Cohen , Bell Laboratories 
Jack Feldman, University of Florida 

Schroder, Driver, and Streufert (1967) define cognitive complexity 
"in terms of three,. components: differentiation, discrimination, and 
integration* In a multidimensional cognitive configuration, these would 
correspond to dimensionality, absence of clustering or polarization, and 
obliqueness of dimensions, respectively. Schroder, et al. , suggest that 
complexity is a personality trait* An alternative approach is that it 
is at least partly related to interest and information in the stimulus 
domain in whicn judgments are made* Several studies have shown differences 
in dimensionality which support the latter view. 

This study examines the domain-specificity of all three components, 
using a crossed "extreme-groups " design. Two groups, with high interest 
and information in their own domain and low interest and information in 
the other group's, make judgments in both domains. Multidimensional 
scalings reveal pronounced differences in integration, possible differences 
in discrimination, and virtually no differences in differentiation when 
the between-domain and within-domain judgments are compared. 
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' - • . » On the Domain Specificity of Cognitive Complexity: 

An Alternative Approach* 

• ^ Harvey S. Cohen, Bell Laboratories 

"*~ Jack M. Feldman, University of Florida 

- Cognitive complexity., as defined by Schroder, Driver and Streufert 
(1967), includes three components: 

1 *' Differentiation - the number of elementary dimensions (i.e. 
staole ana unique orders of stimuli) in a. complex cognitive structure. 

J 2 ' discrimination - the fineness of the organization among stimuli 
ordered along a given dimension. 

3. Integration - the complexity of the schemata which determine the 
organization of several dimensions within a cognitive structure. 

Those whose cognitive structures are low in each of these components 
are said to function at a "concrete" level, characterized by the processing 
of information through compartmentalization in a relatively fixed 
nierarcny. Few decision alternatives are considered, and stimuli which 
ao not fit the system are distorted or excluded. Information processing 
. tends to be categorical, quickly done, marked by rapid "closure" and a 
tendency to overgeneralize any changes. The more complex, or abstract, 
individual can generate more varied schemata, and can relate, compare 
or comaine them as needed; the. amount of information such a person can 
bring to oear on a problem is greater, and he is expected to be a superior 
decision-maker in complex situations. 

Vannoy's (1965) factor analysis of twenty measures indicated that 
no general trait of complexity existed. Rather., .three "classes of 
oenayioral tendencies" appeared which seem to correspond -to the Schroder, " 
et al., components. The first tendency is to "emphasize one or a very 
few judgmental variables" or to be sensitive to many, analogous to 
differentiation. The second is to use only two or, three positions on a 
dimension or to use many, analogous to discrimination. The. third is to » 
maintain a "narrow perspective" permitting "a highly ordered view of the 
world, which seems to correspond to low integration. This is not to say 
tnat these components give an exhaustive account of complexity, but merely 
that they are independent factors which seem to. reflect the trait. " 
Schroder, et.al. (1967), propose a developmental approach to complexity, 
suggesting tnat concreteness-abstractness is in fact a personality trait 
constant across stimulus domains. The alternative approach is to regard' 
complexity as at least partially domain-specific, such that an individual 
could ue complex in one area and simple in another, depending on interests 
and experience. 

Scott (1969) reports that information about psychological tests 
increased response dimensionality and "articulation of attributes" on an 
instrument called tne Rating of Tests. These seem similar to the concepts 
of differentiation and discrimination. In the same article, Scott also 
reports that a course in comparative government increased the 
dimensionality of students' judgments of nations. Similarly, Friendly 
and Glucksoerg (1970) found that Princeton seniors view local slang in 
more dimensions that do fresnmen, and Green and Garmone (1970) report 
tnat music majors rated musical groups on more dimensions than did business 
majors. Thus it is fairly clear that information about a domain leads 
to 
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Stimuli evenly spread along a dimension, as opposed to clustered nr 
even polarized, would reflect high discrimination. Large differences on 

It nas oeen suggested that integration should correspond to 
obliqueness among the dimensions used to judge the stimuli Here fch« 
results were unequivocal. While the six bipolar ratiig scales Hy mainlv 
in the two-space for both groups and both forms, they had substantianC Y 
greater intercorrelation in the within-domain solutions 13Uy 

In connection with the multidimensional scalinos, two stati-tin* 
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apparently made more distance-like comparisons These 5 ? group 

much investigation of the phenomenon?™^ iWs tending "to speculace °" 
that tne car enthusiasts tend to employ a more trait-l i iL , , 

while the garden enthusiasts tend tLardVrJpol'ogMa^modor^re™ 0 ^ 1 ' 
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/appropriate to the natural sciences. If this wore the case, the labor's 
* cpgnitive complexity might bo bettor reflected in a hierarchical clustering 
than in a multidimensional scaling. 

Domain-specificity, then, has been demonstrated for the integration 
component of cognitive complexity, and possibly for the discrimination 
component. Although the domain- spec ficity of differentiation has been 
shown in several other studies, it was not- discernable here. 
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Note: Group dissimilarities matrix derived! by: 

j([//SS preferring stimulus on left] t \ [//SS preferring stimulus on^ight])] 



Total // of S's 

Expression = 0 if 1/2 Ss preferred each; 1,0 if all Ss preferred one 
of the two. 
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Table 4 

Analysis of Mean Values of Gamma Over 20 Car and 20 Flower 
Stimuli by Car Club and Garden Club Scaling Solutions 
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Note: Gamma can range from -1 to +1. 
were taken over dimensions. 



Root mean square transformations 



Club Main effect: 
Form Main effect : 
Interaction effect: 



F = 9.7, df = 1, 38; p /L -01 
F = 7.0, df = 1, 38; p < .025 
F = 8.5, df - 1, 38; p < .01 
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Table 5 

Variance of cosines of Scales 1 - 
with Dimension I in 1 - 2 Plans 
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